
UNITED STATES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY
REGION IX
75 Hawthorne Street

San Francisco, CA 94105-3901

MAY 312016

Eli ilano
Tahoe National Forest Supervisor
631 Coyote St.
Nevada City, CA 95959

Subject: Notice of Intent to Prepare a Draft Environmental Impact Statement for the Squaw Valley
to Alpine Meadows Base-to-Base Gondola Project, Placer County, CA

Dear Mr. Ilano:

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has reviewed the Federal Register Notice published April
29, 2016 requesting comments on the Forest Service’s decision to prepare a Draft Environmental Impact
Statement for the Squaw Valley to Alpine Meadows Base-to-Base Gondola Project. Our comments are
provided pursuant to the National Environmental Policy Act, Council on Environmental Quality
regulations (40 CFR Parts 1500-1508), and our NEPA review authority under Section 309 of the Clean
Air Act.

Tahoe National Forest is conducting a NEPA review to analyze the impacts of the installation,
operation, and maintenance of an aerial ropeway system connecting Squaw and Alpine ski resorts. To
assist in the scoping process for the project, EPA has identified several issues for consideration in the
development of the DEIS.

Purpose and Need
The DEIS for the proposed project should clearly identify the underlying purpose and need that is the
basis for proposing the range of alternatives (40 CFR 1502.13). The purpose of the proposed action is
typically the specific objectives of the activity, while the need for the proposed action may be to
eliminate a broader underlying problem or take advantage of an opportunity.

The purpose and need should be a clear, objective statement of the rationale for the proposed project, as
it provides the framework for identifying project alternatives. The DEIS should concisely identify why
the project is being proposed, why it is being proposed now, and should focus on the specific desired
outcomes of the project (e.g. developing opportunities for recreation, protecting sensitive resources)
rather than prescribing a predetermined resolution. The purpose and need should also clearly describe
Tahoe National Forest’s role in the project, including any additional permits or consistency reviews that
may be needed.

Range of Alternatives
All reasonable alternatives that fulfill the project’s purpose and need should be evaluated in detail,
including alternatives outside the legal jurisdiction of the Forest Service (40 CFR Section 1502.14(c)).
The DEIS should provide a clear discussion of the reasons for the elimination of alternatives which are
not evaluated in detail.



A robust range of alternatives will include options for avoiding significant environmental impacts. The
DEIS should clearly describe the rationale used to determine whether impacts of an alternative are
significant or not. Thresholds of significance should be determined by considering the context and
intensity of an action and its effects (40 CFR 1508.27).

The environmental impacts of the proposal and alternatives should be presented in comparative form,
thus sharply defining the issues and providing a clear basis for choice among options by the decision
maker and the public (40 CFR 1502.14). The potential environmental impacts of each alternative should
be quantified to the greatest extent possible (e.g. acres of wetlands impacted; additional car trips taken).

The No Action Alternative should clearly describe the existing conditions in the project area, including
current recreational opportunities available in Tahoe National Forest and within the surrounding areas.
These recreational opportunities should be described seasonally, as well as geographically.

Scope of Analysis
The EIS should identify all supporting facilities to ensure potentially connected actions are included in
the environmental impact analyses (40 CFR 1508.25). The project description should identify needed
parking facilities, transportation andlor service road improvements, drinking water andlor wastewater
treatment facilities, and other utilities upgrades that would be associated with the project.

Water Oualitv
Each of the Action Alternatives should include a robust discussion of impacts to water quality.

This should include identifying the applicable water quality standards and beneficial uses of receiving
waters that receive discharges from the proposed project. This may include any proposed new roads that
will be built or otherwise maintained to service the gondola or avalanche exploders.

Further, the analysis should include a description of the Waters of the U.S. that may receive (or cease to
receive) project water and how any discharges to Waters of the U.S. will impact water quality in these
locations.

Induced Growth and Cumulative Impacts
Cumulative impacts analyses are of increasing importance to EPA as they describe the impacts to
resources as a whole. Understanding these cumulative impacts can help identify opportunities for
minimizing pressure on sensitive resources.

We recommend the Forest Service focus on resources that are impacted by the proposed project, before

mitigation. The DEIS should identify which resources are analyzed for cumulative impacts, which ones
are not, and why. The DETS should define the geographic boundary for each resource to be addressed in

the cumulative impact analysis and describe its current health and historic context. The DEIS should

identify other on-going, planned, and reasonably foreseeable projects in the study area that may

contribute to cumulative impacts. Where studies exist on the environmental impacts of these other

projects, use these studies as a source for quantifying cumulative impacts. We suggest the methodology

developed by Federal Highways Administration and Caltrans, with assistance by EPA, for use in

assessing cumulative impacts and growth-related indirect impacts, available at:
http://www.dot.ca.gov/ser/cumulativeguidance/purpose.htm. While this guidance was prepared for

transportation projects in California, the principles and the 8-step process outlined therein can be applied

to other types of projects.



Cumulative traffic impacts should be assessed. Related to traffic, the Forest Service should consider

what possibilities may become available for expanded recreation (due to increasing need or increasing

accessibility) that may be triggered by the implementation of the gondola anclJor avalanche exploders

such as increased terrain for skiing andlor summer activities.

When cumulative impacts are identified, mitigation should be proposed. The DETS should clearly state

the Forest Service’s mitigation responsibilities, the mitigation responsibilities of Placer County and

other entities, and the mechanism to be used for implementation.

Climate Chan2e
We recommend that climate change issues be analyzed consistent with the Council on Environmental
Quality’s (CEQ) December 2014 revised draft guidance for Federal agencies’ consideration of GHG
emissions and climate change impacts when conducting environmental reviews under NEPA.
Accordingly, we recommend the DEIS include an estimate of the GHG emissions associated with the
project, qualitatively describe relevant climate change impacts, and analyze reasonable alternatives
and/or practicable mitigation measures to reduce project-related GHG emissions. More specifics on
those elements are provided below. In addition, we recommend that the NEPA analysis address the
appropriateness of considering changes to the design of the proposal to incorporate GHG reduction
measures and resilience to foreseeable climate change. The Draft and Final ETS should make clear
whether commitments have been made to ensure implementation of design or other measures to reduce
GHG emissions or to adapt to climate change impacts.

More specifically, we suggest the following approach:

“Affected Environment” Section

• Include in the “Affected Environment” section of the DEIS a summary discussion of climate
change and ongoing and reasonably foreseeable climate change impacts relevant to the project,
based on U.S. Global Change Research Program1assessments, to assist with identification of
potential project impacts that may be exacerbated by climate change and to inform consideration
of measures to adapt to climate change impacts. (Among other things, this will assist in
identifying resilience-related changes to the proposal that should be considered).

“Environmental Consequences” Section

• Estimate the GHG emissions associated with the proposal and its alternatives. Example tools for
estimating and quantifying GHG emissions can be found on CEQ’s NEPA.gov website2.For
actions which are likely to have less than 25,000 metric tons of C02-e emissions/year, provide a
qualitative estimate unless quantification is easily accomplished. In most cases quantification of

GHG emissions involves a relatively straightforward calculation. In addition to estimating
emissions caused by the proposal itself, we recommend estimating the reasonably foreseeable
emissions from “upstream” and “downstream” activities indirectly caused by the proposal.3

http://www.globalchange.gov/
2 https://ceq.doe.gov/current_developments/GHG_accounting_methods_7Jan2Ol 5 html

Recognizing that climate impacts are not attributable to any single action, but are exacerbated by a series of smaller
decisions, we do not recommend comparing GHG emissions from a proposed action to global emissions. As noted by the
CEQ revised draft guidance, ‘[tjhis approach does not reveal anything beyond the nature of the climate change challenge
itself: [tjhe fact that diverse individual sources of emissions each make relatively small additions to global atmospheric GHG
concentrations that collectively have huge impact.”



• The estimated GHG emissions can serve as a reasonable proxy for climate change impacts when
comparing the proposal and alternatives. In disclosing the potential impacts of the proposal and
reasonable alternatives, consideration should be given to whether and to what extent the impacts
may be exacerbated by expected climate change in the action area, as discussed in the “affected
environment” section.

• Describe measures to reduce GHG emissions associated with the project, including reasonable
alternatives or other practicable mitigation opportunities and disclose the estimated GHG
reductions associated with such measures. The DEIS alternatives analysis should, as appropriate,
consider practicable changes to the proposal to make it more resilient to anticipated climate
change. EPA further recommends that the Record of Decision commits to implementation of
reasonable mitigation measures that would reduce or eliminate project-related GHG emissions.

CEOAINEPA Coordination
A joint review process can avoid redundancy, improve efficiency and interagency cooperation, and be
easier for citizens and applicants. EPA recommends consulting the 2014 Handbook: NEPA and CEQA:
Integrating Federal and State Environmental Reviews (20 l4).

Biological Resources, Habitat and Wildlife
The NEPA document should identify all petitioned and listed threatened and endangered species and
critical habitat that might occur within the project area. The document should identify and quantify
which species or critical habitat might be directly, indirectly, or cumulatively affected by each
alternative and mitigate impacts to these species; emphasis should be placed on the protection and
recovery of species due to their status or potential status under the federal or state Endangered Species
Act.

We appreciate the opportunity to provide comments on the preparation of the DEIS. Please send one
hard copy and one CD of the DEIS to this office (mail code ENF-4-2) at the same time it is officially
filed with our Washington D.C. Office. If you have any questions, please contact me at (415) 972-3098
or gordon.stephanies@epa.gov

Sincerely,

• Stephanie Gordon
Environmental Review Section
Enforcement Division

Cc: NEPA Contractor, P.O. Box 2729, Frisco, CO 80443
Joe Flannery, Truckee Ranger District
Shirlee Herrington, Placer County

litip://enery.gov/sites/prod/fiIes/2O I 4/03/tWNEPA CEOA FinalHandbook Fehruary2O 14 O.pdf


